Clinical significance of alpha-fetoprotein mRNA in blood of patients with hepatocellular carcinoma.
Alpha-fetoprotein (AFP) messenger RNA (mRNA) in the blood reflects the presence of circulating hepatocellular carcinoma (HCC) cells and is a sensitive marker of HCC extrahepatic metastases. The specificity of this molecular marker and its correlation with the main HCC clinical-pathological parameters remains controversial, however. AFPmRNA was determined in 50 HCC patients and in 50 patients with diagnosis of cirrhosis (6), or colon (24) or, pancreatic (20) carcinoma. HCC patients with clinically evident extrahepatic metastasis were excluded. HCC diagnosis was confirmed in all patients by histology on percutaneous biopsies or surgical specimens; pathological grading was assessed at the same time. AFPmRNA was positive in 20 HCC patients (40%) and in 18 patients without HCC (36%). The presence of AFPmRNA in the blood correlated significantly with cholestatic indices (p<0.01), nodule size (p=0.03), vascular invasion (p=0.006) and moderately or poorly differentiated HCC (p<0.0001). Moreover, survival analysis showed a significant impact of AFPmRNA detection on overall (p=0.04) and recurrence-free survival (p=0.0007) after a median follow-up of 17 months. Although AFPmRNA is frequently detected in the blood, even in benign liver diseases or gastroenteric tumors, in HCC patients without clinical evidence of extrahepatic metastases it seemed to identify the biologically more aggressive tumors.